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THE LAW OF INHERITANCE IN ANCIENT BABYLONIA. 
By Thbo. G. Pinches, 

British Museum, London, England. 



In the study of the manners and customs of the ancient nations who of old 
inhabited the plains of Mesopotamia lies a charm seldom to be found either in 
their history (which is often dry and uninteresting where it does not throw light 
upon facts already known to us from the Bible or from the classical authors), or 
in the philology of their languages, important and deeply interesting as it is. 
This great charm probably arises from the fact that we get all our information 
at first hand — from the documents left by the people themselves, enabling us to 
see them as they were, not as others saw them. The material is plentiful, and it 
is therefore our own fault if the idea which we get be imperfect or malformed. 
Time, and much time, will be needed to enable us to understand thoroughly what 
they have to tell us about themselves ; but in the end, by patient research, we 
may hope to succeed in the work to the very fullest. A beginning has been made, 
and, no doubt, scholars will add to what we know as time goes on. 

The text to which I now draw attention is a legal document of an exceedingly 
interesting nature, on account of the light it sheds in the direction above indi- 
cated. The principal part was obtained by Dr. Wm. Hayes Ward in Mesopotamia, 
whilst conducting the Wolfe expedition ; and it forms part, therefore, of the very 
valuable collection of tablets brought home by the talented explorer. Prof. Ward 
was so kind as to allow me 'to copy this document during his stay in London in 
June, 1885 ; and owing to this, I was able, shortly after, to identify a fragment 
acquired by the British Museum (with a number of other Babylonian antiquities) 
on the 30th of April, 1885, as a part of this very tablet, adding considerably to the 
text. The American fragment has twenty-one lines, six of them being imperfect, 
and gives the beginning of the obverse and the end of the reverse. The English 
fragment has sixteen lines, all imperfect at the ends, but almost completing the 
obverse. The tablet probably contained, when perfect, about fifty lines, of which 
thirty-three remain. Of the wanting lines, about fourteen probably belonged to 
the text proper, the remainder being the names of the witnesses. 

The text refers to an application made by Bel-kasir to his father Nadinu, to 
be allowed to adopt Bel-ukin, son of his wife Zunna by a former husband, as his 
own son. Nadinu objects on the ground that the property of the family ought to 
go to his own second son, who, failing heirs lawfully begotten by Bel-kasir, was the 
one really entitled to it. As the end of the text is lost, we cannot tell what was 
the result of the application, but it probably ended either in a refusal on the part 
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of Nadinu, or else in a compromise. The document is dated at Babylon, the 15th 
day of Sebat, in the 9th year of Nabonidus king of Babylon (546 B. C). Most of 
the witnesses of the transaction were members of the family of Saggillaa, the fam- 
ily to which Nadinu and his son belonged. This interesting text therefore presents 
us with a picture of a kind of family gathering, before which the son makes his 
application, and the father gives his answer, and which could, most likely, make 
an expression of its opinion upon the merits or demerits of the case. This custom 
of getting the members of the family to attend as witnesses in family matters was 
not uncommon in Babylonia, 1 and probably helped greatly the just settlement of 
all questions affecting individual members. 

On the following two pages is reproduced the text of this very interesting tablet. 
The portion belonging to the British Museum is that below line 11 on the obverse, 
and above line 5 on the reverse, the crack extending downwards to line 15 of the 
former, and upwards to line 3 of the latter. 2 The registration number of the 
British Museum fragment is 85-4-30, 48. 



i See The Guide to the Nimroud Central Saloon, p. 104 (No. TO). 

s Babylonian tablets turn over top and bottom, not sidewise, as do our books. 
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TRANSLITERATION AND LITERAL TRANSLATION. 

OBVERSE . 

1. J Bel-kasir, abli-su sa | Nadinu, abil ] Saggillaa 

Bel-kasir, his son who (is) Nadinu, son of SaggiMa 

2. ana ] Nadinu, abi-su, abli-su Sa T Zeria, abil Y Saggill&a 
to Nadinu, his father, his son who (is) Zeria, son of Saggillaa 

3. ikbi umma : " Ana Bit-turni taipuranni-ma $— Zunna 
said thus : "To Bit-turni thou sentest me and Zunna 

4. dssati ahuz-ma mara u marta la tuldu. T Bel-ukin, 
as wife I took and son and daughter she bore not. Bel-ukin, 

5. mari-su Sa J»- Zunna, mar aliatia, sa lapani 
her son who (is) Zunna, son of my wife, whom formerly 

■6. T Nikudu, abil T Nur-Sin, muti-su mahru 
(to) Nikudu, son of Nur-Sin, her husband former 

7. tftlidu, ana maruti liilke-ma 

she had borne, to sonship let me take and 

8. lu mania su ; ina im-dub maruti-Su 
let be my son he ; on a tablet his sonship 

9. tisab-ma 6sketi-ni A mimmu-ni 
set and our incomes and our property 

10. mala basu kunuk-ma pani-su sudgil-ma 

as much as there is, seal, and unto him bequeath and 

11. lu mar sabit kati-ni su." T Nadinu amat 
let the son taken by our hands be he." Nadinu the word 

12. | Bel-kasir, mari-su, ikbusu \i imgur ; T Nadinu 

B^l-kasir, his son, had said to him did not please ; Nadinu 

13. "ana umu rukutu manma sanamma ana la lake 
"for days distant anyone other (is) not to take 
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14. esketi u NIG-LAG -sunutu" duppi iStur-ma 
incomes and property their" (on) a tablet he had written and 

15. Mta J Bel-ka?ir, mari-su, irkus-ma ina libbi used! 

[known 
the hands of Bel-kasir, his son, he had bound and in the midst had made 

16. umma: "Umu | Nadinu ana simti^ m ittalku-ma 
thus: "The day Nadinu to (his) fate goes and 

17. arki-su mar sit libbi sa T Bel-kasir, mari-su, 
after him a son proceeding from the heart of Bel-kasir, his son, 

18. ittamladu esketi u NlG-LAG-MEs 
is born, the incomes and properties 

19. sa Y Nadinu, abi-su, ilikki; ki m&r §it lib[bi] 
of Nadinu, his father, he shall take ; if a son proceeding from the heart. 

20. T Bel-kasir la ittamladu, Y Bel-kasir 
of Bel-kasir is not born, Bel-kasir 

21. Hhi-su u bel-zitti-su ana m&rutu ilikke[-ma] 
his brother and the lord of his property to sonship shall take and 

22. 6sketi-su u nig-lag-mes sa J Nadinu abi[-su] 
his incomes and the properties of Nadinu his father 

23. pani-su iddagal T Bel-kasir manma sanam[ma] 
unto him shall bequeath, Bel-kasir anyone other 

24 ana marutu ul ilikka' ; allik ahi[-su] 
to sonship shall not take ; but his brother 

25. [u] bel zitti-su ana marutu ana muh[hi] 
[and] the lord of his property to sonship concerning 

26. [Esketi] u nig-lag-meS 5a Y Nadi[nu ] 

[the incomes] and properties which Nadinu [has bequeathed] 

27. [ Y Bel-ka]sir mimma (?) 

[he shall take. Bel-ka]sir anything (?) 
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REVERSE. 

1. Pan 

Before 

2 

3 

4. J [abil J Saggil]iaa 

N., his son, who is N., son of Saggillaa 

5. T Nergal- [abil T Sag]gillaa 

Nergal- , his son, who is N., son of Saggillaa 

6. ] Labasi, abli-su sa T Dumuk, abil J Saggillaa 

Labasi, his son, who (is) Dumuk, son of SaggiMa 

7. ^-Rittu, Y >*f- Marduk-bel-irba, abli-su la J Sula, 

Scribe, Merodaeh-bel-irba, his son, who (is) Sull, 

8. abil T Usur-slmat-^^p— Bel. Tin-tir ki, arah Sabati, umu hamisserit, 
son of Usur-amat- Bel. Babylon, month Sebat, day fifteenth 

9. sattu tilit, T Nabu-na'id, sar Tin-tir ki 
year ninth, Nabonidus, king of Babylon. 

FREE TRANSLATION. 

OBVERSE. 

"Bel-kasir, son of Nadinu, son of Saggillaa, spoke to Nadinu, his father, son 
of Zeria, son of SaggiMa, thus : ' Thou sentest me to Bit-turni, and I took Zunna 
as my wife, but she has not borne son or daughter. Let me adopt Bel-ukin, son 
of Zunna, child of my wife, whom she bore some time ago to Nikudu, son of Nur- 
Sin, her former husband, and let him be my son ; record his adoption on a tablet, 
and seal and bequeath to him our revenues and our property, all there is, and let 
him be the child taken by our hands.' Nadinu was not pleased by the words 
which B61-kasir, his son, had said to him. Nadinu had written on a tablet, ' No 
one whatever, at a future time, is to take their revenue or property;' he had 
bound the hands of Bel-kasir, his son, and had stated it in the deed thus : ' When 
Nadinu goes to his fate, then after him the son proceeding from the loins of Bel- 
kasir his son, who shall be born, shall take the incomes and properties of Nadinu 
his father. If a son proceeding from the loins of Bel-kasir be not born, Bel-kasir 
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shall adopt his brother and rightful heir, and shall bequeath unto him the revenues 
and properties of Nadinu his father. B£l-kasir shall not adopt any other what- 
ever, but he shall adopt his brother and rightful heir on account of the revenues 
and properties which Nadinu [has bequeathed to him] " 

REVERSE. 

' ' [Before 

[N., son of N., son of Saggil]laa ; 
[Nergal-. . ., son of N., son of Sag]gillaa; 
Labasi, son of Dumuk, son of Saggillaa. 

Scribe: Marduk-bel-irba, son of §ula, son of Usur-amat-Bel. Babylon, month 
Sebat, fifteenth day, year ninth, Nabonidus king of Babylon." 

NOTES ON THE WOBDS, ETC. 

OBVERSE. 

1. Bel-kasir, "Bel binds up." Nadinu, "He who gives" (most likely 
an abbreviated name). Saggillaa, a corruption of E-sagilaa, "the E-sa- 
gilite," that is, one employed at the temple called E-sagila, in Babylon. 

3. Bit-turni, " house of Tumi." The third character (ni) is doubtful, as 
there may be only, in reality, one upright wedge, instead of two, intended. If this 
be the case, we must read Bit-mar-bani, "the house of the born son," prob- 
ably the place where official deeds or declarations of " born-sonship " (mar-ba- 
nutu, a privilege conferred on slaves) were drawn up, or where such slaves as 
possessed that privilege were registered. For translations of tablets relating to 
this privilege, see the "Guide to the Nimroud Central Saloon," pp. 94 and 96. 

4. tuldu. 3dpers. fern. Kal of aladu, " to bear," Heb. "f?>. Bel-ukin, 
"Bel has established." 

5. lapani, Heb. 'Jfl*?. In Assyrian not only " before," but also "formerly," 
"at a former time," as here. 

6. Nikudu, Heb. Xl)p) (Friedrich Delitzsch, "Prolegomena," p. 212). 
Nur-Sin, "light of the moon-god," or "a light is the moon-god." mutu, "hus- 
band," cf. Heb. D*rp, "men." 

7. ana mariiti laku, "to take to sonship" = "to adopt;" marutu, ab- 
stract from maru, "son" (f. m&rtu); lulke 1 , 1st pers. Precative Kal of laku 
or leku, Heb. V0. 

8. imdub, the usual group indicating a sealed tablet. The Semitic tran- 
scription is doubtful, but is probably k a ngu, from the root kanaku, "to seal," 
(cf. WAX, V., pi. 32, 1. 19 abc. By carelessness on the part of the lithographer, 
kan is printed as i in both lines 18 and 19). 

9. tiSab, a very uncommon form, which seems to be the Aorist Kal, 2d 
pers. sing., with t for vi in the first syllable, from asabu, "to sit;" but which 
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is probably (judging from its transitive force, and from its being 1 accompanied by 
the Imperative kunuk, line 10) Imperative from a Tiphel conjugation of the 
same form. Compare the Arabic 5th and 6th forms, esketi, plural of esku, 
"a (periodical) gift," generally expressed, as here, by the group gis-sub-ba. 

10. kunuk, Imperative Kal of kanaku, "to seal," whence kangu (for 
kanku), etc. sudgil, Imperative Shuphul (IV. 1) of dagal, "to look," then 
"to look to," "to trust," Shuphul "to entrust to," " bequeath." 

11. k&tini, " our hands." The dual is not to be read here, as the phonetic 
complement i shows. The two short upright wedges merely show that the charac- 
ter §u has here its common meaning of "hand." 

12. manma s a n a m m a ana la lake, " any other is not to take," 
"no other whatever is to take," or "by no other whatever is to be taken." 
Sanamma, Accusative of sanu, "other" with suffixed -ma. ana la lake 1 , 
" not to take," also " not to be taken ;" a not uncommon idiom. 

14. ni G- lag, lit., "what (= that which) is a gift." nig(Akk.)==mimma, 
"something," "anything;" and lag = kurbannu, "a gift" (cf. Heb. |3"lp). 
The Akkadian n i g was also weakened to n i , i g , or i, the first and the last being 
the forms most suited to make compounds, so that the accepted Akkadian reading 
was probably nilag or ilag. As, in Babylonian texts, we sometimes find the 
group nig-lag followed by the character ku, it is not unlikely that the word 
was borrowed by them under the form of nilakku or ilakku. The plural 
(1. 18) should most likely be (n)ilakkati. 

16. ittalku, Pres. or Aor. of the secondary form of the Kal of Slaku "to 
go" (ittalku for i'talku). " To go to one's fate " = " to die." 

18. ittamladu (pronounce ittawladu, with consonantal to, not with the 
diphthong aw), secondary form of the Niphal of aladu ('aladu = waladu), 
Heb. "fy. 

-T 

19. ilikki, Pres. or Fut. Kal of laku (see the note to line 7. This form 
is given as ilikke at the end of line 21, where, however, it was probably followed 
by -ma. 

21. zitti (pi. zinate), noun from the root zanu. Cf. Arab. ^)'): "to 
ornament," ,ov> "to decorate" (houses or walls, with carpet, etc.). Hence, 
apparently, the Assyrian meaning of "property" for the noun zittu. 

REVERSE. 

8. Usur-amat-Bel, "Keep the command of Bel." The characters 
>*Y "' >--< may, however, be read as one of the names of the god Hea (Ea or Ae) 
in which case his name must be substituted for that of B 6 1. 



